Immunogenetic heterogeneity and associated autoimmune disorders in myasthenia gravis: a population-based survey in the province of Ferrara, northern Italy.
The well-established relationship between myasthenia gravis (MG) and HLA antigens varies among different ethnic groups. In Caucasians B8 and/or DR3 alleles have been found associated with young MG women without thymoma and with high titres of acetylcholine-receptor antibody (AChR Ab). An increased frequency of haplotype HLA-A3, B7 and/or DR2 has been observed in older MG patients with low AChR Ab levels. So far, there is no convincing evidence for an association between a specific haplotype HLA and ocular MG or MG with thymoma. MG subjects often show other concurrent autoimmune disorders suggesting a more general inherited predisposition to autoimmunity. We performed a community-based study to verify the HLA-A, B, C, DR and DQ profile on ethnically homogeneous MG patients and with the aim to estimate the frequency of concurrent autoimmune diseases and to compare HLA phenotypes to autoimmune status in different MG patients groups. Forty-seven patients, living in the province of Ferrara, were followed-up in our neurologic department and typed for HLA Antigens. In addition a set of immunological laboratory tests was performed. We found a trend towards an increased B8 and DR3 frequencies in total affected population; an association between B8 allele and early onset of generalized MG sustained by thymic hyperplasia. The DR3 allele is statistically associated with the presence of additional autoimmune disorders. Our data support the hypothesis of a genetically-based heterogeneity of the disease and show an increased prevalence of associate autoimmune conditions in MG patients.